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Ayrshire enthusiast leads camp for potential farmwomen
Progressive Dairyman Editor Emily Caldwell
A larger-than-life Ayrshire cow
statue helps to serve as a landmark
for Hameau Farm in Belleville,
Pennsylvania. Each summer, parents
come from cities such as Arlington,
Philadelphia and New York to drop
off their daughters for a two-week
farm camp. Owner and camp director
(Audrey) Gay Rodgers promises an
experience full of learning with lessons
in responsibility and an opportunity
to form new friendships with both
animals and fellow females.
As newcomers travel down the
driveway toward the farm’s backdrop
of the rolling hills of the Big Valley,
they’re met with bright colors. Painted
signs adorn each of the cabins as well
as the camp facilities, including the
barn, kitchen and studio for arts and
crafts. The silo features the names and,
in some cases, home-country flags
of the many campers over the years.

Even the calf barn has pink posts. And
Rodgers’ milking herd of 24 Ayrshires
dot the green pastures with splashes
of red.

Camp life

Campers have the opportunity to
work with a variety of farm animals.
Each girl selects a calf, goat, sheep
or pig to show in a “Farm Show”
competition, held on the last day of
each camp session. Campers also
help care for chickens while Rodgers’
friendly St. Bernard, Maisie, gets
much attention as the farm mascot.
Rodgers offers three two-week-long
camp sessions throughout the summer,
enabling about 30 young women, ages
8 to 14, each session to live the farm
life.
Girls ages 15 to 17 who want to
keep returning to Hameau Farm can
sign up to be a counselor-in-training

(CIT). Rodgers takes on three CITs
with each session of camp.
Though there is much to learn
and do during camp, the rules are
easy to remember. And in case they’re
forgotten, they’re posted in every
facility on the camp.
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Walk; don’t run.
Treat the animals with respect.
Please, no chasing, teasing or
screaming.
If you open it, close it. If you drop
it, pick it up. Put things back
where you found them.

For Rodgers, these rules have a lot
of hidden lessons.
“To me, ‘Walk; don’t run,’ also
means to take your time and do things
right,” she says. “Treating the animals

This exciting new dairy conference will feature Mike Rowe, host of “Dirty Jobs”
and the upcoming CNN series “Somebody’s Gotta Do It.”

and the property with respect also
translates into treating yourself and
the other campers with respect.”
A typical day for a camper
starts with breakfast and completing
morning chores. Rodgers leads the
group in a “circle meeting” before
lunch and encourages thoughtprovoking discussion and goal-setting.
A variety of afternoon activities are
available to the girls, including biking,
hiking, swimming and arts and crafts.
Dinner is followed by evening chores,
and it’s lights out by 10 p.m.

Pursuing the farm life

Rodgers grew up as a dairy girl,
but when it came time for further
education, she was ready for a change.
She studied European studies, French
and political science at Queens College
in Charlotte, North Carolina. When
she graduated, she was heading for
D.C. She completed a program that
allowed her to work on ag policy and
interact with members of Congress.
She began applying for full-time jobs
but returned home to help on the
farm. Though she was at her parents’
operation, she would often wander
over to the nearby vacant farm – the
current home of Hameau.
“I don’t know how else to describe
it, but there was something here that
just kept talking to me,” Rodgers says.
In 1980, she was able to get a loan
to purchase cows. By September of
that year, she was milking a herd of
Holsteins with the help of her father
and renting the Hameau farm. Just
a month after they began milking,
Rodgers was offered her original dream
job in D.C. She stuck with the vision
that had become her new dream job –
dairying.
Over the years, they sold and
rebuilt the herd, focusing on registered
Ayrshires. Rodgers held other careers
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as well, including a stint with the
American Forage and Grassland
Council, where she developed a
passion for international agriculture.
In 1996, after much soul
searching, Rodgers purchased the
Hameau farm and decided to use her
dairy as a camp for girls.
“Any time I got involved with kids,
it was just so affirming to me that this
was what I was supposed to be doing,”
she says.

female minds.
“Ages 8 to 12 is kind of where we
give up as a society on encouraging
girls,” she says. “We can help provide
them with certain confidences that
stick with them as they continue to
grow and develop.”
Rodgers said many of her own
leadership skills and strengths were
honed at a summer girls’ camp during
her childhood.

Why a camp for girls?

Amye Gulezian of Takoma Park,
Maryland, is just one of the camp’s
success stories. Gulezian began
participating in the two-week farm
camp at 9 years old. Her mother found
out about the experience through a
camp fair and thought it was a good
fit for her animal-loving daughter.
Gulezian attended camp for several
years and then joined Rodgers’ CIT
program. At 16, she began spending
more of her summer at Hameau as
Rodgers’ barn apprentice. Gulezian
would spend six to 10 weeks during
the summers and would often visit the
farm during breaks from school.
When it came time to choose
a college, Gulezian reached out to
Rodgers for guidance. When she
needed to write an essay for the
application, Gulezian knew just what
to discuss.

Rodgers’ cousin, Jud Millar, runs a
co-ed summer adventure camp geared
toward teenagers, 12 to 16. Rodgers
spent some time helping Millar at his
camp prior to starting her own, and
the two regularly share booth space at
camp fairs. However, Rodgers always
knew that she wanted to stick with a
single population.
“I think girls should be allowed
to be girls,” she says. “I wanted to give
them the opportunity to explore and
open up and not cave into the ‘boy
element’ where they think they have
to act a certain way because boys are
present.”
Rodgers also wanted to target a
specific age group with her camp. She
has read several books and follows
research about the impact stereotypes
and gender roles have on developing

Empowering future generations

Though a grazing operation doesn’t have much use for an upright silo,
this structure serves as a long-lasting guest book for campers.
Photo by Emily Caldwell.

“I actually wrote my college essay
on my experience at Hameau,” she
says. “I talked about how Gay hired me
to help manage the cows, even though
I had no experience. She trusted me
even when I didn’t trust myself. Gay
also taught me to stick with things. No
matter what, the animals need to be
taken care of.”
Gulezian is now a student at
Hampshire College in Amherst,
Massachusetts, where she’s studying
sustainable agriculture. During her
college career, she hopes to complete
an apprenticeship program in

France to learn how to make cheese.
Eventually, she’d like to have her own
dairy farm and direct-market cheese.
Rodgers shares a goal with
Gulezian to make cheese and is
currently working through steps to
obtain a raw milk license.
While Rodgers continues to
pursue new markets and develop the
genetics in her Ayrshire herd, the camp
remains a priority.
“Next year will be my 20th camp
season, and I hope it’s around for many
more,” she says. “Seeing girls with cows
– it just makes my heart sing.” PD
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